Central demyelination of the Vth nerve root in trigeminal neuralgia associated with vascular compression.
We have examined the ultrastructure of the trigeminal sensory nerve root in three patients with medically intractable trigeminal neuralgia. In one patient, the nerve root was sandwiched between a large vein and a small pontine artery, in the others compression was due to marked dolichoectasia of a verterbal artery. Because these were not amenable to microvascular decompression, a caudal rhizotomy was performed, by excising a short inferior segment of nerve root in the region of indentation. In all cases, examination revealed a zone of chronic demyelination in the proximal (centrally myelinated) part of the root, near its junction with peripheral nerve. The zone of demyelination contained closely packed axons without intervening glial cytoplasm. Also present were small numbers of thinly myelinated axons. In some cases a single thin myelin sheath encircled several adjacent axons that were still in close apposition. These findings indicate that the trigeminal neuralgia associated with vascular compression is due to demyelination. The demyelination is associated with some evidence of remyelination. The latter phenomenon may account in part for the long periods of remission, especially during the initial period after the onset of trigeminal neuralgia. The partly aberrant nature of the myelination within the region of vascular compression may contribute to the persistence of symptoms in some patients after decompressive surgery.